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Following the horror of September 11, when 6000 people lost their lives, we have been reeling from grief and anxiety. We are beginning to recover a bit; but as many have said, we will never be the same. We thought our wealth, our surveillance technology, our government and military could protect us. After September 11, that perception is forever changed. We now know how it feels to be vulnerable—helpless, wound-able.
Some years ago Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote a best seller book called When Bad Things Happen to Good People. When he was interviewed on a television talk show, the rabbi said that if the book title had been Why Bad Things Happen to Good People, the volume would have been only one page long, and on that page would have been written three words: "I don’t know."
When we face any tragedy, we can approach it with the speculative question: Why has this happened? Or we can choose to ask the strategy question: "What do we do next, now that this has happened?" How do we respond to the crisis? (from John Claypool, God Is an Amateur, p. 55)
We can spend long hours puzzling over the Why question. There are underlying causes for the terrorist attacks that must now be faced. So we ask Why? Why is America hated? Are we resented for certain American foreign policies--- support for Israel at the expense of Palestinians? Sanctions against Iraq that may be perceived as anti-Muslim? Are we resented for supporting the 1980’s Afghan war against the Soviet Union with no efforts to rebuild Afghanistan after it was devastated? Could it be that Third world countries see bloated American affluence and power and feel resentment, if not hatred? And why would God allow this terrorist attack to happen? These attacks happen in other countries, but not here! The Why questions abound, and we may never fully answer them. 
In this terrible time, we grieve with the families of the victims. We ask Why? Then we ask: How do we respond? We are now in a spiritual crisis, which tests our faith. In our outrage, will we cry out for revenge, for retaliation? 
It is understandable that we rally around the flag now. Patriotic fervor invigorates the impulse to fight back, to retaliate against the perpetrators. But combating terrorism is a perplexing question. My faith tells me that bombing a poor country like Afghanistan is not the answer. A land war has grave risks. We are told that fighting terrorists is like no war the world has seen. It is more like fighting a shadow--- or a virus that is all around us but cannot be seen. What is needed may not be sophisticated missiles and large-scale armies.
If this is a spiritual crisis, then we must respond with spiritual resources. That’s why, in the midst of our stress and worry, our people are turning to God in record numbers. We all know, deep in our being, that our greatest weapon is love: God is love. Our deepest refuge and strength is not military might. Our President and government leaders can help; but our refuge and strength is God. That’s why we need to keep coming back to worship together, across all boundaries. That’s why we have a Walltown service with our African-American friends this afternoon, and an interfaith service with Muslim and Jewish friends in our sanctuary this Thursday, October 4 at 7 PM. We hope you will come to these services; we need to be together, and we need to stay centered in God’s peace. 
We need to listen to God now. We need to hear Jesus’ words: "Love your enemies" and "Pray for those who persecute you." We need to hear about God’s reconciling love for all people. 
Even in the midst of unacceptable threats to some persons of Middle Eastern descent, we are seeing now a growing spirit of reconciliation at work among us.
Out of this catastrophe, there are signs of an enormous giving spirit emerging. It makes spiritual sense for us to focus on this outpouring of giving: the heroism of firefighters who went back into a collapsing building to save lives while losing their own; the heartwarming giving of hundreds of workers in the rubble, the courage of medical people, those giving blood, people speaking out against hatred toward persons of Middle Eastern descent. And we’ve seen the unprecedented giving of money. In the first two weeks alone, Americans have given 200 million to the Red Cross. Many corporations, movie stars and professional ball players are giving a million dollars or more to the relief efforts. Working people are handing large bills through car windows at stoplights, as local fire fighters stuff the money into boots. This has been amazing giving, a time when we have been released from self-interest. In our worst distress, we’ve seen service and compassion emerge as our highest priorities. 
I have been thinking of all this giving as I’ve pondered our unsettling Scripture given for today—the story of the Rich Man and Lazarus. The rich man doesn’t have a name. He has been called Dives, which is Latin for rich. We know that Dives lived in luxury. He dressed in purple and fine linen. He feasted on exotic, savory dishes every day. (Luke 16:19) If Dives represents the extreme form of wealthy self-indulgence, then Lazarus represents the extreme form of poverty. He is lying, along with the dogs, at the gate of the rich man’s house. Lazarus is gaunt, hollow-eyed, famished, with running sores. He eats the crumbs and scraps from Dives’ table. (See Fred Craddock, Luke, p. 195)
Both of them die, but only the rich man has a proper burial (v. 22). Then comes the great reversal. In the after-life Lazarus becomes the honored guest at the messianic banquet with Father Abraham, and the rich man lies in anguish, tormented in the flames of Hades, or Sheol.
What could the story mean? It’s fascinating that the story ends with a reversal. We know that in that day, to be wealthy was a sign of God’s favor; to be poor was a sign of God’s punishment. (This mindset still exists today!) Luke seems to be attacking this simplistic theology that sees poverty as God’s curse. The twist of the story is that Lazarus in his poverty is given the reward of heaven, while the rich man is consigned to the fires of punishment.
What was Dives’ sin? He obviously was not cruel to Lazarus; he allowed him to sit by his gate and eat the scraps that were thrown to him and the dogs. But the sin of Dives seems to be that he didn’t notice Lazarus; he ignored him, as if he was part of the landscape. He must have thought that it was normal and natural that he should live in luxury while people like Lazarus lay on the street in pain. It’s just "the way it is." (See William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke, p. 214)
The story seems to be saying that Dives knew that poor Lazarus was there, but he felt no compassion. He saw him suffering but felt no responsibility, no urge to help. He saw the need and did nothing about it.
Luke is dealing here with the issue of justice. How can the rich live a life of ease while ignoring the poor? You have heard me say here before that one of my great concerns is the growing gap between the rich and the poor, both in this country and in our global family. One of the dangers for all of us wealthy Americans (and we are all rich by the world’s standards) is that we begin to feel that we are entitled to our wealth, that destiny or fate or God has ordained us to have this status and privilege. It’s too bad that others are poor, but…. It’s not my fault and not my responsibility.
In the parable Luke is trying to tell us that God has a special concern for the poor. We ignore the poor to our own peril. At the final judgment God seems to be most interested not in our wealth or status, but in whether we reached out in love and compassion to the poor at our gate.
In this present period of the world, we Americans may be uncomfortably close to Dives. We are easily captured by the values of the culture. Our reason for being can be to consume, to accumulate wealth and power – at whatever cost to other people who may be at our gate.
In the story Luke is challenging us to look to the values of Jesus. Jesus spoke more often about the poor than he did about any other subject, except perhaps the Reign of God, the Kingdom of God.
The part of the story that compels us is the reversal, the unexpected twist at the end. We might think that in God’s view the ones that are blessed with wealth keep on getting more. "Them that has gets more." But the story ends with the poor receiving the reward, while the rich receive torment.
Why? The reason is the absence of compassion. What is needed is the sharing of wealth----the kind of giving we have seen in America in the past 2 1/2 weeks. We have seen a powerful witness to the biblical values behind giving: compassion, kindness, unselfishness, love. Our broken hearts have been opened, and so have our pocketbooks. On the other hand, we hear the battle cries. We want to strike out at someone. We’re ready to go to war. 
Of course, we have to find a way to stop terrorism. The way to peace is through justice. But justice also requires that we look critically at ourselves. Self-examination seems essential for Americans now. Let’s admit it: We live in bloated affluence, while there are beggars at our gate. Sometimes those beggars may be from the Middle East----Afghans, Pakistanis, and Palestinians. If Osama bin Laden is in Afghanistan, we are now poised to send missiles or ground troops into this already devastated country, where the average income is $800 a year. My faith tells me that bombing Afghanistan is not the way to bring justice or peace. 
If we want to be true to this parable of Jesus, we will look for the reversal, the unexpected twist. We will try to do something unpredictable, something so creative that it will look like the work of Jesus. It was Jesus who said, "Love your enemies, pray for those who persecute you. Do not return evil for evil; return evil with good." Of course, this flies in the face of patriotic calls to retaliate. 
We can call Jesus naïve, un-patriotic, and un-American; but we also claim to be his disciples. Jesus taught us to pray for our enemies. So we pray, as Diana Jackson wrote on the banner at the front of our church: "We pray for comfort, mercy, pardon, awareness, humility, grace."
If we say that prayer and mean it, then we’ll look for creative responses to the September 11 crisis. Where is the unexpected twist that grabs our attention, conscience and conviction? Where is the response to the crisis that could create a new and better world, a world closer to the Kingdom of God? 
Perhaps the most compelling, creative suggestion came to our church’s Peace and Reconciliation meeting this past Monday. It came in the form of an e-mail that read: "I suggest that we and our allies mount the most audacious use of military might ever assembled. Legions of cargo planes filled to the gills with blankets, food parcels, tents, medical supplies to be dumped over Afghanistan to help relieve the suffering of one quarter of the population due to starve to death this winter after a 3-year drought and years of war before that.
What kind of message would this airlift send to the rest of the world? Would it not tell of our strength and compassion for people? That has been the most astounding message sent this past week in the pictures and stories we’ve watched as we wept before our televisions and our newspapers. Heroes everywhere in America helping each other without regard for their own safety or wishing for any more reward than being of service." (from Nancy Cooper, London, England)
If we want justice and peace in the midst of the crisis, why not consider continuing the outpouring of giving we’ve witnessed in recent weeks?
That’s the spirit of Jesus, whom we call Lord.
Let us pray: In this time of patriotic fervor and cries for war, God, help us to reach deeply into the heart of what we believe. Help us to bring up from that deep place a renewed commitment to you—to your love and mercy. Help us to find the courage to follow Jesus, who showed us the way to live with love and mercy. Amen.
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